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Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) and cancer: The kind face of
complementary medicineIn response to Prof Ernst’s article1 we have just completed
a substantial meta-ethnography (synthesis of 26 published qualita-
tive papers) looking at people’s experiences of using CAM when
they had cancer. We were able to identify one relatively small group
of patients who were very ill as a consequence of their cancers and
who were using photodynamic therapy to ‘cure’ their disease.2
However, our analysis suggests that the vastmajority of the literature
points to the fact that patients see their oncologists as their primary
carers and were using a range of complementary medicine to
improve their conventional care and personal well-being, as well as
managing the symptoms generated by the illness and its treatment.
The patients seeking alternative treatment for their cancer
through photodynamic therapy were the only ones we could iden-
tify who had abandoned conventional medical care. This seemed to
have occurred because of their interaction with their oncologists
who, in these patients appear to have ‘‘polarized their view’’,
forcing them to choose between conventional and complementary
medicine rather than integrating both approaches into a thoughtful
process of patient centered self-management.
It is clearly not appropriate for people with cancer to abandon
conventional medical care. The evidence we have collected
suggests that a degree of integration between biomedical and
complementary therapies was greatly appreciated by people
with cancer. If conventional oncologists caring for these vulner-
able patients treat requests for information about complementary
medicine with sympathy, understanding, acceptance and toler-
ance, it would appear that these individuals may be much less
likely to abandon appropriate conventional care. It is therefore
in our interest to create dialogue between conventional and
complementary practitioners treating cancer and in particular
for oncologists to allow the patient to play an important, active
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